




	 This	 essay	will	 examine	 in	detail	 the	process	 and	mechanics	
involved	 in	 judging	English	 language	 speech	contests.	This	writer	will	
provide	a	 step-by-step	guide	 to	 the	birth	and	conclusion	of	 contests.	




	 Throughout	 Japan	 there	 are	numerous	 foreign	 language	 and	
Japanese	 language	 speech	contests	 at	 the	middle	 school,	high	 school	
and	post-high	 school	 levels.	This	writer	believes	 that	 the	majority	are	
English	 language	contests.	The	Japanese	 language	contests	are	 for	non-
Japanese	who	are	studying	or	working	in	Japan.	Nearly	all	of	the	English	










upward	 to	 the	next	 stage	or	 level.	Stand-alone	contest	winners	 receive	
their	awards	or	prizes	 (such	as	an	overseas	camping	 trip	or	homestay)	







	 Since	 the	speakers	 in	English	contests	are	mostly	middle	school	
and	high	school	 students,	announcements	 regarding	contests	are	made	
in	April	and	May.	Participants	spend	the	rest	of	 the	spring	and	summer	




	 Nearly	all	contests	utilize	 three	 judges.	There	will	almost	always	
be	 one	 Japanese	 English	 teacher/educator	 and	 one	 native	 speaker	
teacher/educator.	 In	other	words,	 the	 judging	panel	will	consist	of	 two	
Japanese	nationals	and	one	English	native	speaker,	or	two	English	native	






	 Judges	 in	middle	 school	and	high	 school	 contests	are	usually	











	 There	are	basically	 three	categories	comprising	 the	evaluation	
of	speeches:	content;	oral	production/speaking;	and	delivery.	Points	are	
awarded	 for	each	category	and	 in	 total	will	equal	100	points.	Different	
speech	contests	will	assign	a	 ratio	or	weight	 to	each	category,	 such	as	
50-30-20,	 40-30-30	or	 30-40-30.	A	 speech	 that	 is	 judged	 to	be	 very	
excellent,	 content-wise,	 could	be	awarded	up	 to	50	points	or	 just	30	
points,	depending	on	the	weight	or	importance	that	the	contest	organizers	
may	assign	to	content.	
	 In	 the	category	of	content,	 interest,	development	and	clarity	are	
the	sub-sets	 for	the	stand-alone	contest	 that	this	writer	 is	a	 judge.	In	the	
category	of	oral	production,	i.e.	speaking	ability,	grammar,	pronunciation,	






















instructed	high	school	 teachers	 to	 tell	 the	contest	participants	 to	divide	
their	speeches	into	basically	three	parts:	the	introduction;	the	main	body;	
and	 the	conclusion.	The	 introduction	 (as	 its	name	 implies)	prepares	 the	
audience	for	 the	topic	by	announcing	the	theme	and	telling	the	 listeners	
why	 the	 speaker	 thinks	 the	 theme	 is	 important.	The	main	body	 then	
follows	with	various	points,	opinions,	observation	and	supporting	data.	
The	conclusion	usually	repeats	 the	 ideas	or	opinions	of	 the	speaker	and	











upon	 the	winner	 from	 the	 runner-up	and	 the	 runner-up	 from	 the	 third	
place	finisher	and	so	on.	
	 Delivery,	 including	mien	and	projection	 (of	one sʼ	voice	 to	 the	










have	been	cautioned	 to	make	sure	 they	understand	 the	meaning	of	 the	
















CONTESTANT BACKGROUND AND OTHER CONTEST RULES
	 Contestants	are	almost	always	restricted	to	contests	held	in	their	
own	municipalities	and	prefectures	 for	 the	 tournament-style	preliminary	
contests.	Of	course,	they	must	be	middle	school	or	high	school	students.	
The	 stand-alone	 contests,	 such	 as	 those	 sponsored	 by	 newspaper	
companies	and	business	organizations,	may	have	other	rules	as	well.	
	 The	Lions	Clubs	of	 the	Ogaki	 (Gifu-ken)	 area	has	 a	 rule	 that	
does	not	allow	Japanese	 returnee	 students	 to	participate,	 since	 these	
returnees	would	have	an	unfair	advantage	over	 in-Japan-only	students.	
These	 returnees	usually	have	a	 fairly	 good	 to	 excellent	 command	of	
English	 grammar.	 Their	 pronunciation,	 intonation	 and	 rhythm	 can	
sometimes	be	almost	native-like.	Returnees	also	 tend	 to	 speak	English	
with	more	 confidence	 than	 in-Japan-only	 contestants.	 In	 the	 contest	
years	preceding	the	returnee	ban,	this	writer	and	the	other	judges	began	
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	 The	Aichi-Handa	area	contest	 (a	 tournament-style	contest)	 that	
this	writer	also	judges,	may	also	have	a	rule	banning	returnees,	but	there	
is	no	rule	prohibiting	non-Japanese	contestants.	Over	the	years,	this	writer	
has	 judged	three	or	 four	contestants	 from	countries	 including	Sri	Lanka,	
but	never	from	the	U.S.,	U.K.,	Canada,	Australia	or	New	Zealand.	
	 The	 standard	 time	 limit	 for	 speeches	 is	 five	minutes.	 Some	






	 The	 judging	 sheets	are	collected	and	each	 judge sʼ	 score	 for	a	
speaker	 is	added	 together	 to	come	out	with	 the	raw	total	score	 for	 that	
speaker.	The	contestants	 are	 then	 ranked	 from	highest	 total	 score	 to	
lowest.	 In	addition,	 the	 judges’	 ranking	 for	each	speaker	 is	also	noted.	
Ideally	 all	 three	 judges’	 rankings	 for	 the	number	one,	 two	and	 three	
contestants	 should	 be	 the	 same.	 In	 other	words,	 each	 judge	would	
independently	 give	 the	 highest	marks	 to	 the	 same	 contestant,	 the	
second	highest	marks	 to	 the	second	best	speaker,	and	so	on.	Obviously,	
in	 contests	where	 the	English	proficiency	of	 each	 speaker	 is	 clearly	
discernable,	the	three	judges’	scores	will	conveniently	coincide.	In	the	real	
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number	 two,	Takako	as	number	 three	and	Keiko	as	number	 four,	and	
Judge	C	scores	Takako	as	number	one,	Keiko	as	number	two,	Hiroshi	as	
number	 three	and	XX	as	number	 four	 (with	Yumi	as	number	five).	Well,	
since	Hiroshi	is	ranked	number	two	by	two	of	the	judges,	he	will	become	


















was	ranked	number	one	by	at	 least	one	 judge.	The	same	holds	 true	 for	






did	very	well	 in	 speaking	ability	 (forty	percent	of	 the	 total	 score)	and	
delivery	 (thirty	percent)	but	 lost	many	points	 for	content	 (thirty	percent).	
The	contest	organizers	had	assigned	a	theme	or	topic	for	that	year sʼ	contest.	
The	contestant	 failed	 to	adhere	 to	 the	 theme	or	 topic,	speaking	 instead	




	 In	 all	 contests,	 the	winners	 are	 announced	within	 an	 hour	




public.	However,	each	contestant	usually	receives	 the	 three	 judges’	 tally	
sheets	for	his	or	her	speech,	so	he/she	will	at	least	know	how	many	points	





	 In	 the	stand-alone	contest,	 the	prizes	are	also	announced.	For	
the	Lions	Clubs	contests,	 the	prizes	have	been	overseas	homestays	and	
overseas	youth	camps	 (with	 teenagers	 from	other	countries).	This	writer	
does	not	know	what	prizes	or	awards	are	given	to	the	final	winner	of	the	
tournament-style	contest,	since	this	writer	is	a	judge	in	a	preliminary	round	
rather	 than	 the	 final	 round.	This	writer	 is	almost	certain	 that	 there	are	
no	cash	prizes	awarded,	but	more	likely	the	prize	is	a	college	scholarship	
and/or	purchase	coupons	for	educational	materials.








judges	will	usually	speak	 in	English,	being	careful	 to	speak	 fairly	slowly	




Judging	Criteria	section.)	Of	course	 the	 judges	will	congratulate	all	 the	
contestants	and	urge	them	to	continue	their	English	endeavors.	
	 There	 is	an	official	announcement	 to	close	 the	speech	contest.	


















with	 regards	 to	 judging	 criteria.	The	 inherent	 subjectivity	 that	 exists	
when	determining	the	first-place	winner	from	the	second-	and	third-place	
speakers,	is	minimized	by	the	objective	guidelines	that	judges,	contestants	












of	 the	coaching	 that	high	 school	 contestants	 receive	while	preparing	







speech	contests	 for	a	number	of	 reasons.	There	 is	 the	opportunity	 to	
find	out	how	well	 high	 school	 students	 in	 Japan	 can	 speak	English,	
especially	since	many	of	them	will	become	college	students.	There	is	the	
opportunity	 to	know	what	 topics	and	 issues	are	of	 interest	 to	 teenagers,	






of	 contestants	 at	 the	 stand-alone	contest	 this	writer	has	 judged	have	
improved	noticeably.	Even	the	less	able	speakers	are	better	than	the	less	
fluent	ones	 from	the	early	1990s.	The	 judging	criteria	remain	 the	same;	
the	speakers	have	gotten	better.	
End.	George	H.	Sawa.	November	28,	2010.
